Nurse Ratched, in a black cape, walks into a locked ward of sleeping men. The first order of the day is medication, and the men line up at the nurse's station to take their pills while the phonograph plays a soporiphic waltz. Like a burst of outside air, McMurphy arrives at the institution flanked by two guards. When they remove his handcuffs, he kisses one of the guards in sheer exuberance, cackling and bouncing with joy at being free.
In his frustration at being imprisoned on the ward, McMurphy climbs over the hospital fence with the Chief's help. He hijacks the bus to take the nonrestricted patients on an outing, picking up his girlfriend, Candy, along the way and driving the men to the docks.
After boarding a fishing boat, McMurphy introduces the patients to a suspicious harbormaster, claiming that they are doctors from the mental hospital who have chartered the boat for a fishing trip. They motor out of the harbor, and McMurphy teaches Cheswick to drive the boat while the other men learn to fish. Taber catches a monster fish.
When the boat trip is done, the men return to face Dr. Spivey. The doctors decide that
McMurphy is dangerous, and although Dr. Spivey wants to send him back to the prison farm, he defers to Nurse Ratched, who thinks McMurphy should stay in the institution.
McMurphy later discovers that this means he is committed for as long as they think he should be-not the mere sixty-eight days left on his prison term.
Nurse Ratched suspends privileges and begins rationing cigarettes. The men question her authority, however, and she starts to lose control of the group. As Cheswick explodes in rage, McMurphy puts his hand through the glass of the nurse's station to retrieve Cheswick's cigarettes. When a fight breaks out between McMurphy and the lead attendant, Washington, the Chief comes to his defense.
In retaliation, Nurse Ratched sends Cheswick, McMurphy, and the Chief to electroshock therapy. As they wait, McMurphy offers the Chief a stick of Juicy Fruit gum, and the Chief thanks McMurphy, proving that he actually can speak and hear. When McMurphy reappears on the ward after his shock treatments, he rolls his eyes back and walks like a zombie to fool the men, then erupts in characteristic laughter to prove once again that he cannot be suppressed or dominated. Privately, however, he confesses to the Chief that he cannot take any more and plans to escape.
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McMurphy bribes the night orderly so he can bring his girlfriend, Candy, her friend Rose, and some alcohol into the ward for a party. The men drink, play Christmas music, and dance with the girls. McMurphy removes the keys from the drunken orderly and says goodbye to the men. He invites Billy Bibbit to come with him, but Billy is not ready. Instead, Saying that he will take McMurphy with him, the Chief smothers his friend with a pillow.
Then the Chief lifts the marble water fixture from the floor, throws it through the window, and escapes into the dawn.
Character List
Randle P. McMurphy -
Played by Jack Nicholson
McMurphy bursts into the staid institution from the outside world-he represents freedom, life, joy, and the power of the individual against a repressive establishment. Not totally likable, however, he is something of a rogue, in custody for statutory rape of an underage girl whom he claims was very willing, and he proves to be a literal pirate, commandeering a fishing boat with joyous disregard for the consequences. McMurphy takes risks to feel alive, and he tries to jar the other patients into One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest embracing life as well. His fishing trip is a celebration rather than a serious attempt to escape. When Candy warns him of its potential consequences, McMurphy laughs, unafraid and fully prepared to be recaptured.
McMurphy is wrong, however, that the worst the authorities can do to him is to return him to the institution-and it is a costly mistake. Compounding his error, he wagers that he can get under Nurse Ratched's skin. But he learns that she controls the length of his sentence and that, in opposing her, he has sacrificed his release. Indeed, sacrifice is one of McMurphy's functions as a Christ figure in the film. He performs miracles of a sort, as he makes the Chief speak and causes Billy to stop stuttering briefly at the end of the film. McMurphy also hosts a kind of Last Supper party for the men before he says goodbye. In the end, rather than save himself, McMurphy fights the forces of evil in Nurse Ratched and pays for it with his life. Yet his soul is never conquered and at the end is released through the Chief's love-a triumph of the spirit over repression and death. When she tries to control him, her methods fail: he willfully spits out her medication and violates the sanctity of her nurse's station. He ignores her version of reality in the dispute over the World Series and riles her enough to raise, uncharacteristically, her carefully modulated voice.
As the film progresses, McMurphy rallies the patients to rebel against Nurse Ratched's authority and question the therapeutic value of her rules. In response, and true to her name, she ratchets up the battle between them with increasing viciousness. Hoping to turn the men against McMurphy, she blames him for taking away the patients' privileges and cigarettes. When that tactic fails, she retaliates with electric shock treatments to deaden his mind and break his spirit. Nurse Ratched One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest fights more furiously after McMurphy's party when she finds her starched white cap-the symbol of her authority-dirty and trampled on the floor. In desperation over the ward's defiance and in an attempt to vanquish McMurphy, she shames Billy Bibbit into committing suicide. Having goaded McMurphy to violence, she justifies the surgical removal of the frontal lobes of his brain, which she assumes to be the source not only of his emotions and reasoning but also of his force and power. Yet even after McMurphy is physically subdued, his influence lives on in defiance of Nurse Ratched.
The men now play his games, use his deceptions, speak his language, adopt his nicknames, and whisper legends about him. At the end of the film, Nurse Ratched's insidious control is as damaged as her neck in its brace.
Chief BromdenPlayed by Will Sampson
At first, the Chief seems almost a caricature of an old wooden cigar-store Indian, but he grows and changes more than anyone during the course of the film. In the beginning, his defense against Nurse 
Cheswick -

Played by Sydney Lassick
An anxious, fretful patient whose brow is always wrinkled in concern. With thick glasses framing his worried eyes, the diminutive Cheswick sometimes holds his breath and screws up his features until he looks like he will explode. His sense of fairness is easily frustrated, and he comes to Harding's aid even when Harding rejects Cheswick's assistance. 
EllsworthPlayed by Dwight Markfield
A patient who loves to dance alone in the ward. Only at the party is Ellsworth allowed to dance to his heart's content.
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MillerPlayed by Alonzo Brown
The third and beefiest orderly. Miller is always seen with the other two orderlies, which contributes to the sense that they are not individuals so much as a single arm of authority.
Themes, Motifs, and Symbols
Themes
Themes are the fundamental and often universal ideas explored in a literary work.
Conformity As a Threat to Freedom
One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest is a film with distinct political undercurrents, which are forcefully presented. When men conform to authoritarian rule, the film argues, they jeopardize not only their physical but also their mental freedom. McMurphy learns that the prison where he was held previously offered greater personal freedom than Nurse 
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The Contradiction Between Tyranny and Sanity
As head nurse in a mental institution, Nurse Ratched should be promoting her patients' sanity, but instead her tyranny directly subverts their mental health. She keeps the patients docile, medicated, dependent, and childlike. McMurphy tells the patients they are not loonies but men, and he encourages their manhood through fishing and basketball. The 
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Motifs
Motifs are recurring structures, contrasts, or literary devices that can help to develop and inform the text's major themes.
Obstacles to Personal Freedom
The film underscores the loss of personal freedom with recurring patterns of barriers, gates, fences, bars, locks, and shackles. We hear the ward door slam ominously behind Nurse Ratched as the first sound of the movie. We see Bancini locked in overnight restraints. McMurphy first appears in manacles. Throughout the film, faces are filmed behind wire mesh and bars to emphasize the hopelessness of captivity. The glass of the nurse's station represents the barrier between the individual and power-a barrier the patients are forbidden to cross, even though it appears more transparent than bars.
McMurphy first crosses the barrier when he attempts it to turn down the music so he can think, but Nurse Ratched escorts him out, unwilling to tolerate independent thought. Later he shoves his hand through the glass, shattering the boundaries maintained by the authoritative state, with dire consequences.
Games
Games feature prominently in the film, not solely as a simple pastime but also as an affirmation of life, health, and enjoyment. McMurphy teaches blackjack and basketball, games he sees as manlier than the pinochle and Monopoly the patients play prior to his arrival. Under his coaching, the patients have the empowering experience of beating the orderlies in basketball. Enjoyment is important to McMurphy: for him, driving a boat is fun, fishing is fun, sex is fun, and games of all kinds help the patients feel alive. He tells Martini when he teaches him to fish that he is not a loony but a fisherman. In addition, the World Series take on pivotal importance in McMurphy's battle for life against Nurse Ratched: the baseball games symbolize unity, as the ball players work as a team, and also, as a distinctly American pastime, echo the antiauthoritarian strain in American history. 
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Hearing As a Human Connection
Many of the film's scenes reflect upon the sense of hearing as a means of understanding and connection among the characters. The Chief pretends to be deaf in order to withdraw from his surroundings, but McMurphy talks to him anyway as a means of establishing a human connection. His affectionate chatter begins to engage the Chief in life once again.
On the other hand, the numbing music that Nurse Ratched plays is so loud that McMurphy complains he can't hear himself think. He tells her the men wouldn't have to shout if she would turn the volume down. Nurse Ratched, however, opposes thinking, understanding, and any other activity that would lead to healthy human relationships between the patients.
Symbols
Symbols are objects, characters, figures, or colors used to represent abstract ideas or concepts.
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Keys
Over and over again, the camera focuses upon keys, and their metallic jingle echoes as the overriding symbol of authority. Nurse Ratched wears her keys on a loop over her arm like a decorative bracelet of power. She leads the men in stretches before group therapy, and her keys provide the only sound as she lifts and drops her arms. The orderlies wear their keys clipped to their belts like pistols at their sides. Orderlies control and discipline the men, and they use their keys to lock them down at night and release them in the 
Pornographic Playing Cards
McMurphy's deck of dirty playing cards appears at critical moments of the film to signify his rebellion against authority. He makes Martini his first disciple when he flashes the pictures of naked women in his face, leading him away from the sedate game of pinochle. In his first group therapy session, he shuffles the cards defiantly while Nurse Ratched is speaking. McMurphy uses the cards most effectively during his evaluation by the doctors.
As they conclude, Dr. Spivey asks him if he has any questions, and he flashes a card at the doctors, thus undermining their authority over him, openly demonstrating his contempt, and privileging raw, sensual experience over the regular, ordered life in the hospital.
Film Analysis
The Triumphant Spark The phonograph in the nurse's station plays numbing waltz music while the patients line up for their medications. During group therapy sessions, the patients and their nurse go over the same ground again and again. The Chief pushes his broom around the floor to no purpose, and the same men play the same card game at the same table day after day.
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McMurphy bounds loudly into this setting, irreverent and bold, whooping at the Chief, teasing Martini away from the pinochle game, and generally upsetting the carefully established order with his energy and zest. McMurphy's life force is so strong and compelling that it changes the men on the ward and threatens the authority that has kept them docile and compliant.
Nurse Ratched represents this authority, and she controls all the deadening influences: the drugs administered without question, the rules written on the blackboard, the unalterable work schedule, the music that cannot be turned down. Her therapy sessions have nothing to do with getting well but instead press the group into the same painful and humiliating grooves until she decides it is time to adjourn. Her entire demeanor is in opposition to Chief became the narrator of his novel, and all the events of the story were told through his eyes. Like Kesey, the character of the Chief suffered from hallucinations: he held a firm belief that Nurse Ratched worked for an evil Combine that twisted and manufactured men.
The novel became very popular with the counterculture movement after it was published in 1962, and its paranoia suited the antiwar activism of the era.
Because a film is a very different storytelling medium from a novel, Forman knew that Kesey's story had to be changed to fit the new format, as well as updated to be relevant twelve years later. Equally problematic was the fact that psychedelic illusions of humans changing form or walls sprouting arms would not translate well to the screen, nor would the mythical Combine suit Forman's interest in cinematic realism. The Broadway play of 1963retained these features of the novel by having the Chief slip to the front of the stage to address the audience in asides, but this approach would look stilted on film.
To adapt the story so that it would work as a motion picture, the filmmakers changed the point of view to an omniscient, all-seeing perspective. The camera focuses upon the characters directly rather than interpreting them through the Chief's eyes. This choice eliminated the need for both the hallucinations and the conspiracy of the Combine. Rather than being controlled by an evil machine, in the film adaptation Nurse Ratched is the ultimate authority-wielding bureaucrat. Forman understood that audiences would better relate to the struggle against a personified, rather than mechanical, enemy. His Nurse to subject themselves to the institution voluntarily, he reminds them that they have a choice. For emphasis, he invokes "Christ's sake." McMurphy implies that the choice to stay in subjugation is immoral-an act against the free will that God has granted humankind.
He goes on to assert that these men are no more insane than the average man, and 
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NURSE RATCHED: "Now calm down. The best thing we can do is go on with our daily routine."
Nurse Ratched ushers the men into the corridor after Billy Bibbit's suicide to deliver this brief line, which encapsulates her entire character and belief system. While the others, including the shrieking Nurse Pilbow and the gasping patients, react with horror to Billy's bloody corpse, Nurse Ratched projects an unnatural discipline. Her cold control betrays her heartlessness. No matter how genuinely appalling the event, Nurse Ratched insists upon quiet, order, and routine. Her need to control every aspect of behavior on the ward extends to a need to direct even how the men should feel. In her tyranny, she tries to strip them of their natural emotions and deaden their sensitivity with routine. In light of the men's affection for Billy, her demand for calm and order is not only grossly inappropriate but also a mad distortion of human nature. With these words, the film portrays her as more insane than the mental patients.
In contrast, McMurphy's selfless rage, which wells up as she delivers this directive, comes from his emotional sanity. He grips her throat with his bare hands as if to choke off the evil of her words. Without regard for himself, McMurphy grapples her to the floor as if wrestling the devil. While he shakes her neck, her carefully arranged hair comes undone, marking her loss of authority and control. The film suggests that McMurphy's attack on Nurse Ratched is far more than revenge for Billy Bibbit's death: he is fighting for humanity, for the individual's right to be loved, respected, and mourned.
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